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heard his grandfather’s stories of traveling to Mecca for

(raveled to such regions, official missions for the purposes

1
l % the hajj (pilgrimage). Although commercial traders had
|3
§ of diplomacy had not been made until Ma He, under his

new name “Zheng He” as an attendant to Emperor Zhu

Di, was authorized to plan a series of missions for trade
and diplomacy.

Using the resources of the Ming empire, Zheng He
directed the building of a fleet of “treasure ships” based
on the design of traditional transport ships but far larger.
The exact size of the largest of these ships is uncertain
because of inconsistent standards of measurement, but
even conservative estimates would have given the ships
lengths in excess of 122 meters. In addition to the large
transport ships, Zheng He’s fleet included naval ship to
provide defense, ships to carry animals, including horses,
and ships to carry supplies. To prepare for the long expe-

ditions, Zheng He undertook shorter voyages to Japan
before departing on the first of the Ming Maritime Ex-
peditions in late 140s.

The expeditions were not voyages of discovery. Maps
of the coasts of Asia and Africa had been made before
the expeditions began, and maritime trade from China
and other countries had been going on for centuries. The
Ming expeditions were not for trade as much as for the
diplomatic expansion of China’s influence.

First Voyage

The first of the expeditions had the goal of reaching the
western Indian city of Calicut {modern Kozhikode). The
fleet of more than 250 ships and 27,000 men departed
Nanjing in July 1405, traveling south to Taiping in Fu-
jian Province, Navigation in sailing ships of the time
relied on favorable winds, so the fleet had to wait until
late that year to depart for its first stop in the kingdom of
Champa, where the city of Qui Nhonis located in mod-
ern Vietnam.

From Champa the Ming fleet continued southward to
Majapahit on the island of Java in what is now Indonesia.
From there the fleet proceeded northwest to Sumatra,
then through the Strait of Malacca into the Indian Ocean.
Then, as now, ships in the Strait of Malaccawere in danger
fromn pirates.

After the fleet was clear of the straits, it continued west
for an unsuccessful visit with the king of Ceylon (mod-
ern Sri Lanka). Recognizing that the Chinese were not
welcome there, Zheng He continued to the fleet’s desti-
nation of Calicut. Feeling propesly received by the ruler
there, the Chinese engaged in several months of trading
the materials they had brought for other goods native to
India. The stay in Calicut was not simply for purposes of
trade; the fleet had to wait for the seasonal shift of the
trade winds for its return to China. On the return voy-
age Zheng He captured the pirate Chen Zuyiin the Strait
of Malacca, destroyed or captured several of the pirate’s
ships, and brought Chen Zuyi back to Nanjing to be ex-
ecuted. The fleet arrived home in early 1407. Because of
the success of this voyage, Zheng He was ordered to pre-
pare immediately for another.

Second Voyage

The second voyage of the Ming fleet was to return to Cal-
icut with stops at Champa and Java, as had the first voy-
age. The fleet also stopped in Siam (modern Thailand)
and the Indian kingdom of Cochin (Kochi), located
south of Calicut. However, Zheng He did not accompany
the fleet on this voyage; instead the fleet was commanded
by two other eunuchs who took part in ceremonies rec-
ognizing Mana Vikraman, the new king of Calicut. In
1407 the fleet returned to China, where it remained for

tW(_) years.

Thixd Voyage

The third voyage was more ambitious than the first two,
going to countries and ports that had not been visited on
the earlier expeditions. Zheng He had to dealwith several
difficult diplomatic and military confrontations, Leav-
ing Nanjing in late 1409, the fleet proceeded as usual to
Champa, then passed through the Strait of Malacca, this
time stopping at the port of Malacca. One of the reasons
for visiting Malacca was to reinforce the diplomatic rela-
tionship between Malacca and China because the king
of Siam had challenged Malacca’s relationship with the
Ming empire. '
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From Malacca the fleet continued to Suma‘tra, then
on to Ceylon in an attempt to improve relations with the
island. However, Ceylon was in the midst of a civil war,
and Zheng He'’s diplomacy was rebuffed by one of the
warring factions. The Ming fleet continued to Kollam,
a port city south of Cochin, then to Cochin and Calicut
for a third visit.

Zheng He then returned to Ceylon to deal with the
insubordination he had received on his previous visit. Ac-
counts of how he dealt with this matter differ: He either
captured the royal family of Ceylon or captured the leader
of the group who had rebuffed him earlier. In any case,
Zheng He took his captives back to China in June of 1411,
His captives were pardoned and returned to Ceylon.

Fourth Voyage

The fourth expedition, which again was led by Zheng
He, was the most far-ranging of all the voyages. After
two years in China the fleet departed in 1413, visiting the

ports that had been visited before (Champa, Java, Mal-
acca, Sumatra, Ceylon, Cochin, and Calicut), The fleet
continued westward as far as Hormuz, the entry to the
Persian Gulf, where the fleet traded its goods for those of
the Arab world.

The fleet had divided in two on this voyage, with an-
other of the royal eunuchs, Yang Min, visiting the west-
ern Tndian kingdom of Bengal (modern Bangladesh).
The king of Bengal gave Yang Min an exotic gift for the
Chinese emperor: a giraffe. For the Chinese who had
never seen such a creature, the giraffe was mistaken for
the mythical beast gifin BRE# a form of dragon known to
other east Asian cultures (kirin in Japanese, girin 7} 2 in
Korean). Zheng He’s portion of the fleet traveled as far
south as Mogadishu inwhatis now Somalia before return-
ing to Nanjing in the summer of 1415.

"The next year a major engineering project that would
Jead to the end of the Ming voyages was completed. The
Grand Canal XJBEJH, which extended from Hongzhou
southwest of Shanghai to Peking (modern Beijing), a dis-
tance of nearly 1,800 kilometers, was repaired. “This canal
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had been completed in the sixth century (Sui dynasty,
481618 CB) buthad fallen into disrepair because of annual
floods. Part of the Ming dynasty’s engineering projects
included the repair of the canal.

Fifth Voyage

The Chinese emperor ordered Zheng He to embark on
another voyage in late 1416; this voyage began in 1417
when the winds became favorable. Much as the fourth
voyage had progressed, the fifth voyage of the Ming fleet
visited the usual ports in southeast Asia before continu-
ing to the Maldive Islands, Hormuz, Mogadishu, Kenya,
and Aden. This expedition had diplomatic goals as well as
trade, and in particular Zheng He was to establish better
relations with the Muslims who ruled much of this part
of the world. The fleet returned to China in 1419.

Sixth Voyage

The sixth expedition was the shortest for Zheng He, who
left with the fleet in early 1421 but returned with a part of it
later that year. The rest of the fleet continued to Hornuz,
east Africa, and ports on the Arabian Peninsulaunder the
command of another of the court eunuchs. The longer
voyage returned foreign diplomats to their home coun-
tries before it returned to Chinain 1422.

Seventh and Final Voyage

The final voyage of the Ming fleet was to be the grand-
est; some accounts claim that more than three hundred
ships sailed. The fleet had been in its home waters for more
than sixyears before departing Chinain late 1430 or early
1431. Nevertheless, Zheng He visited the usual ports of

Champa, Java, Palembang on Sumatra, Malacca, Ceylon,
and Calicut, and one part of the fleet went on to Hormuz
and other places on the Arabian Peninsula. After the fleet
joined up at Calicut during its return voyage, Zheng He
died while the fleet was at sea.

"The end of Ming exploration came with the death
of Emperor Zhu Di and the ascent of his grandson Zhu
Zhanji. Zhu Zhanji’s views of the outside world were
more typical of leaders other than Zhu Di; and China re-
turned to its isolation, The ships of the Ming fleet fell into
disrepair. The Ming Maritime Expeditions had greatly
expanded the range of China’s tributary states, but the
end of the expeditions would eventually reduce the influ-
ence of China in the vicinity of the Indian Ocean littoral
(coastal region).

Thomas P.DOLAN
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